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Camp Blanding in World War II: The Early
Years
by George E. Cressman Jr.
he history of Camp Blanding, a World War II training facility, has its origins in the Florida National Guard. Beginning in 1907, the Florida National Guard trained at Black
Point on the St. Johns River, just southwest of Jacksonville. The
War Department held an adjacent site where many ranges were
located. Training involved some monthly drill periods, but focused
primarily on summer encampments.
In early 1939, there were war winds blowing in Asia and
Europe. The war in Europe boiled over with the German and Russian invasion of Poland in September I 939; Japan had been fighting in China since 1937.
Peacetime training ended with the return of belligerencies in
Europe and Asia. As the European war erupted, the U .S. Navy
expanded its aviation forces, and scouted sites to base aviation
squadrons. The Jacksonville area was deemed an attractive location; a deep water port was available and there was land for air
stations. Eager for the economic benefits of military activities,
prominent citizens in Jacksonville actively campaigned for establishment of a Naval Air Station in the area.
The Black Point area was a desirable location for an air station.
Flying distances to carriers could be minimized, and Jacksonville
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provided a major metropolitan area for supplies and recreation.
The Navy began efforts to acquire Camp Foster, the Florida National Guard faciHty, and the adjacent War Department site; the area
eventually became Naval Air Station Jacksonville.
Of course, this meant the Florida National Guard needed to
find a new training site, and late in 1939 acquired what is now
Camp Blanding. The post was mobilized for federal service in the
summer of 1940, and over 800,000 men trained at Camp Blanding
dming World War II. Camp Blanding was designed to train simultaneously two infantry divisions, and had a capacity of 50,000 men.
World War II construction included some 10,000 buildings, and
the post sprawled over 170,000 acres.
How was the Camp Blanding site chosen? How did it become
part of the Army's mobilization sites prior to World War II? How
did the post evolve from a relatively small Florida National Guard
site to an immense U.S. Army training site? What did the initial
trainees find at Camp Blanding? This paper will explore the development of the site from 1939 through 1941, and provide a history
of the early World War II years for the post.
The Florida National Guard at Black Point
Shortly after Florida became a U.S. territory in 1821, the Florida territorial legislature passed a bill that all " ... able bodied free
white male inhabitants between the ages of 18 and 45 are liable for
and enrolled in militia duty," 1 and militia units were organized in
communities. 2 When Florida became a state on March 3, 1845,
an early action of the state legislature created a state militia. The
militia units served extensively in the Indian wars and later in the
Mexican War.
Florida seceded from the Union in January 1861, and then
became a founding member of the Confederate States of America.
Men in the state joined existing CSA Army units or formed new
units. Some 15,000 troops were raised in Florida and organized in
twelve infantry regiments, two cavalry regiments, and several artillery batteries. There was little fighting in Florida during the war;
consequently, many of the Florida troops served in the Army of
Northern Virginia under Brigadier General Edward A. Perry. The
I
2

Florida Statutes, Chapter 695 (number 28).
For a further discussion of the early militia units, see Florida National Guard
Summary History to 1940, Florida Department of Military Affairs, Report num·
ber IOI , 1989.
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"Florida Brigade" fought in many of Robert E. Lee's campaigns,
and twice charged Cemetery Ridge in the Battle of Gettysburg.
As one of the defeated CSA states, Florida was not permitted to
organize a state militia immediately after the Civil War. When prohibitions on organized militia were relaxed, the Florida Legislature
once again established militia units, and many Civil War veterans
joined. By 1893, there were at least twenty-four militia groups in
operation. These groups were organized into five battalions:
•
•
•
•
•

1st Battalion: Jacksonville-St. Augustine area.
2nd Battalion: Leesburg, Orlando, and Sanford.
3rd Battalion: Pensacola, Live Oak, Appalachicola.
4th Battalion: Gainesville, Starke, Palatka, and Daytona.
5th Battalion: Tampa, Key West, Titusville, and Arcadia.

The Florida Department of Military Affairs reports the first
summer encampment took place in 1893 at Camp Dunn near
Ocala. All five battalions attended. Subsequent annual summer
encampments continued in various locations.
In 1898, as the U.S. entered the Spanish American War, President McKinley called for volunteers and asked Florida to provide
one infantry regiment from the state militia. All five of the Florida
battalions volunteered, and the First Regiment of Florida Volunteers was organized on May 23, 1898 and mustered into Federal
service that same day. At the conclusion of the Spanish American
War, the Florida militia was reorganized into the 1st and 2nd Florida
Infantry Regiments. 3 As in many states, the Florida militia continued to be primarily a local organization, with companies meeting
and drilling in towns and cities, and loosely connected through the
two regiments.
The first call to active duty for the reorganized militia occurred
in 1901 to preserve order following a major fire in Jacksonville.
On Friday, May 3, 1901, cinders from a cook stove started a fire in
piles of Spanish moss drying in a mattress factory. Although the
fire was quickly discovered, its magnitude was underestimated; fire
lighters were not called until the fire was well out of control. In
eight hours the fire had destroyed almost 2,400 buildings and left
10,000 residents homeless. Florida Governor William S. Jennings
declared martial law and called several militia units to Jacksonville.
Although the militia's involvement in Jacksonville was deemed a
3

Florida Department of Military Affairs, "Florida National Guard Summary History to 1940."
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Corner of Bay arul Main streets after the fire of 1901 -Jacksonville, Florida. 1901. Black &
white photoprint, 8 x 10 in. State Archives of Floiida, Florida Memory. <https://
www.flolidarnemory.com/items/show/26368>

success, there was considerable friction and jealousy among the
various units. This led to the recognition that a joint annual summer encampment would foster better cooperation across the militia. This was the genesis of the need for an established training
post. 4
In 1905, the Florida legislature appointed a committee to recommend suitable sites, and after reviewing many potential locations, the committee proposed an area known as Black Point near
the small town of Yukon, Florida. The site, about 300 acres, was
purchased and a militia (later National Guard) campground established. The site was originally purchased by the Jacksonville Board
of Trade and presented to the state of Florida on August 17, 1907.
The War Department purchased a total of 682 adjacent acres, and
a rifle range and other training facilities were developed on this
land. 5
The Efficiency of Militia Bill (the Dick Act of 1902) reclassified organized militia as the National Guard of the State, Territory
and the District of Columbia. In 1909, the Florida state legislature designated the Florida State Troops as the Florida National
Guard. Initially the new training site was named Camp Joseph E.
4
5

W. Stanford Smith, Camp Blanding: Florida Star in Peace and War (Fuquay-Varina, NC: Research Triangle Publishing, Inc., 1998), 9.
Ibid., 12.
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Johnston, in honor of the Confederate_ g~neral. 1:he post was used
extensively during World War I for trammg, and m 1929, the post
was renamed Camp Foster in honor of Brigadier J. Clifford R. Foster, a deceased Adjutant General of the Florida National Guard.
Camp Foster and the adjoining federally owned lands served as
the training site for the Florida National Guard through the 1930s.
The sites were utilized not only by the Florida Guard, but also by
National Guard units from other states.

Camp Blanding's Beginning
In 1939, what was to become World War II was already underway
both in Asia and in Europe. In that year, the U.S. Navy expressed a
desire to acquire both the Camp Foster site and the a<ljacent land
held by the War Department. The Navy's intent was to establish a
Naval Air Station Officials in Jacksonville committed to provide
the land for the new navy station at no cost to the federal government. To that end, the Florida legislature established the Duval
County Air Base Authority; the Authority was empowered, upon
citizen approval, to issue bonds and levy taxes to purchase land for
the air station. 6
The citizens of Duval County were most enthusiastic about the
possibility of a Naval Air Station in their county. A vote was held on
July 18, 1939, in which 92.1 percent of registered voters cast ballots
with 13,808 in favor of the bond issue and only 265 opposed. The
bonds were to be used to purchase the Camp Foster site as well as
purchase additional land for the air station .7 The bonds went on
sale on October 8, 1939, 8 and the bond sale resulted in the sale of
$1,100,000 of bonds.
But the availability of the Camp Foster site was not resolved.
The War Department would not consent to transfer its property
to the navy unless an alternative training site was available. Further, the armory board recognized it needed funds to purchase an
alternative location, and a p1ice for Camp Foster had not yet been
established.
On September 10, 1939, representatives of the War Department met with the Armory Board to consider potential training
6

7
8

Journal of the Senate, Stale of Florida, Thursday, May 11, 1939.
"Duval Pushes Air Base Work," Panama City (Florida) News Herald, July 19,
1939, 6.
Ronald M. Williamson, Naval Air Station JacksonviUe, Florida, I 940-2000: An
1/Lustrated Histary (Nashville, TN: Turner Publishing Company, 2000) , 25-26.
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sites in northern Florida. An area of at least 25,000 acres was
required; further, the new site would have to be accessible to the
more populous areas of Florida. Six sites were considered and evaluated on these factors:
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.

g.
h.

Health (water, drainage, mosquito infestation)
Accessibility to Florida National Guard units
Rail and highway facilities
Cost of the property
Range area for artillery firing
Availability of adjoining lands for field maneuvers
Access to local food markets
Recreational facilities. 9

The War Department representatives and the Armory Board
agreed on a site in Clay County. Contracts for purchase of most of
the area, and in some cases condemnation proceedings, followed.
In all, the new training site was to be 28,200 acres. 10
The selection of the proposed site then spawned an argument between the Armory Board and the Jacksonville Chamber of
Commerce. The deed to the Camp Foster site contained a clause
that stipulated that if the National Guard abandoned the site, the
property would revert to the Chamber. The Chamber of Commerce argued that it had donated the Camp Foster site to the
State of Florida premised on Jacksonville obtaining commercial
benefits from the military post; the Chamber wanted to keep the
new National Guard training site in Duval County. In order for the
Armory Board to sell the Camp Foster site to the Duvall County Air
Base Authority, the Armory Board had to agree to locate the new
National Guard site as close as possible to Jacksonville. 11 Sites closest to Jacksonville, those in Duvall County, were rejected by the War
Department because they had inadequate space and because they
were too costly. The proposed site in Clay County was the only site
within two-hundred miles of Jacksonville that could be purchased
with the available funds. The Jacksonville Chamber of Commerce
finally agreed to the Clay County site, and the sale of the Camp
Foster moved forward.

9

10
11

Letter, Brigadier General Vivian Collins to Lieutenant Colonel Arthur R. Wilson, War Department, May 16, 1941, Adjutant General's File on Camp Bla11ding, Camp Blanding Museum.
See State Adjutant General's report for 1940, State of Florida,14-17.
Letter, Brigadier General Vivian Collins to Lt. Col. Wilson, May 16, 1941.
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The remaining question was the price to be paid for the acquisition of the Camp Foster site. A price of $400,000 was agreed
upon, with the Armory Board using the proceeds as follows: 12
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Purchase of28,200 acres ofland
Develop water supply system
Develop sewage system
Provide electric and telephone systems
Site clearing, roads and streets
Fences
Buildings
Architects and Engineers

$197,000
$ 13,327
$ 25,130
$ 8,051
$ 16,620
$ 3,196
$126,879
$ 9.797
$400,000

General Order Number 1 of the new site, named the post Camp
Blanding, in honor of Major General Albert H. Blanding, a Floridian who had commanded the 53 rd Brigade, 27 th Infantry Division in
World War I, later commanding the 31 st Infantry Division, serving
in the War Department as Chief of the National Guard Bureau.
Planning and Construction at Camp Blanding began shortly
after land acquisition, with a convict crew clearing an area on the
east side of Kingsley Lake. Because the Navy was anxious to begin
construction on the new air station, the Armory Board began dismantling buildings at the Camp Foster site. The National Guard
area was designed to have two regimental headquarters buildings
facing each other across a parade ground. Behind the headquarters buildings were a row of administrative buildings, mess halls
and latrines. The men attending Guard summer encampments
would be quartered in tents. 13 Two warehouses, to be used to store
materials from Camp Foster buildings, were a part of the early
construction. Barracks, caretakers' quarters, mess halls, garages,
and headquarters buildings were also underway. Utility construction-water supply, sewers, and electrical distribution systems-as
well as road construction was begun. 14 The cost of construction was
estimated to be between $500,000 and $750,000, with the camp to
be ready for use in early 1941. 15
12
13
14
15

State Adjutant General 's report, 17.
Florida Department of Military Affairs, Camp Blanding, Fl<Yrida: Three Unoffici
al
Histories, St. Augustine, FL: State Arsenal, St. Francis Barracks, Report No. 65, 3.
Anon. , "Notes on Camp Blanding," Adjutant General 's File on Camp Blanding, Camp Blanding Museum, undated.
"Things are Humming at New Camp," Bradford County Telegraph, March 15,
1940.
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Construction of an officers' club was also begun. Located
overlooking Kingsley Lake, the club was named Cooper Hall in
honor of Captain (later Brigadier General) Ralph W. Cooper,
who as State Quartermaster commanded the construction of the
National Guard facilities. The Officers' Club-Cooper Hall-was
not completed before Camp Blanding was mobilized for federal
service. During the federal service period, it became the officers'
club for the station complement, primarily the officers serving at
the Camp's Station Hospital. 16
During the fall of 1939 and the winter/ spring of 1940 the sentiment of the public was to avoid another "Great War." General Marshall and his staff in the War Department recognized, however, that
the U.S. would eventually be involved. Although a selective service
draft had been instituted to build the army, buildup of trained personnel would be very slow. Although he had tried to postpone
induction of the National Guard into federal service, Marshall realized he could not delay any further that induction. 17
Public Resolution Number 96, which the 75t1, Congress
approved August 27, 1940, established the basis for induction of
the National Guard. That resolution, the National Defense Act,
and Army Regulations Number 130-10 set the stage for the National Guard entering federal service. On August 31, 1940, Executive
Order 8530 called for the first of the National Guard units to be
inducted September 16, 1940 for a twelve month service period.
The Guard units to be called to federal service quickly grew to nine
divisions, and continued to grow in numbers.
Induction of the National Guard created a significant problem: Where could so many men be trained? Regular Army divisions were expanding, filling the ranks to their authorized strength.
Established posts could not house all the anticipated army growth.
It was clear additional training sites would be needed, and local
governments across the U.S. lobbied to have facilities located in
their area.
The War Department wanted training facilities to be located
where there was large acreage, varied terrain, rivers for practice
in bridging, and observation positions for artillery practice. 18
16
17

18

Florida Department of Military Affairs, Repon No. 65, 4.
Mark Skinner Watson, United States Army in World War fl-The War DepartmentChief of Staff: Prewar Plans and Operations (Washington, D.C.: Center of Military
History, United States Army, 1991), 199.
Lenore Fine and Jesse A. Remington, The Technical Services-The Carps of
Engineers: Canstruction in the United States, United States Army in World War II
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The War Department's 1939 Protective Mobilization Plan (PMP)
had identified sites for the "assembly" of National Guard troops,
although the PMP had envisioned Guard units would be in these
sites only temporarily before moving on to overseas combat
theaters. 19
While the 1939 PMP had initial location proposals, more training sites were needed and site selection became a political game.
Local government and civic groups campaigned vigorously for
their area to be chosen. Site selection was essentially delegated to
the various U.S. corps commanders. 20
In some cases, state National Guard commands also participated in campaigning for selection. Such was the case in Florida.
The Camp Blanding site had most of what the War Department
was looking for-although there was also concern that the site was
heavily forested and swampy. In addition to the existing Florida
National Guard camp site, there was an adjacent 66,000 acre ranch
site available for lease.
The Adjutant General of the Florida National Guard, Brigadier General Vivian B. Collins, campaigned for selection of Camp
Blanding as an Army training site. Lieutenant General Stanley D.
Embick, commander of the Fourth Corps Area, was a most enthusiastic supporter of Collins' proposal, and Camp Blanding was added
to the PMP list of training sites. 21
In August 1940, Army officials identified Camp Blanding as
capable of training simultaneously two National Guard divisions
as well as other units. Two national forests were within marching
distances, and could be used for maneuvers. Ocala National Forest, located some sixty miles south contained about 440,000 acres,
and Osceola National Forest, about forty miles north, contained
about 160,000 acres. Kingsley Lake could be used for training and
recreation. 22
Shortly after Camp Blanding was added to the mobilization
sites, the Federal government purchased 40,000 acres and leased
another 100,000 acres adjacent to the original National Guard
land. This expanded the Camp to about 170,000 acres. 23

19
20
21
22
23

(Washington, D.C.: Center of Military History, United States Army, 1989). 138.
War Department, Protective Mobilization Plan, 1939.
Fine, 139.
Ibid., 140.
The Bulletin, Ca.mp Blanding Station Hospital, vol. 2, no. 35 (August 291942), 1.
Florida Department of Military Affairs (Report No. 65), 4.
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On September 11, 1940, Headquarters, Fort Bragg, North Carolina, issued Letter of Instruction No. 33. Certain Army personnel
were to proceed to Camp Blanding to command the base camp
at the site. Major R. R. Raymond, 4t1, Field Artillery was in command. The other personnel included a Medical Officer (Lt. J. D.
Spencer, Medical Corps 24 ) from Battery B, 17 th Field Artillery, and
three other officers. Also included was one platoon from Company E, 481.h Quartermaster Regiment; one ambulance unit from
the 17th Field Artillery; a staff sergeant from the 36th Field Artillery;
six clerks; and two medical enlisted men. The detachment arrived
at Camp Blanding on September 14, 1940. With General Order
No. 1 of the mobilized Post, Major Raymond assumed command
of Camp Blanding. 25
On October 3, 1940 War Department orders assigned Colonel Reginald H. Kelley, Infantry, as commander of Camp Blanding.
Major Raymond returned to Fort Bragg, and Col. Kelley began
organizing the permanent headquarters staff of the Post.
Initial Camp Construction

In August 1940, Major Robert Johnston, Constructing Quartermaster at MacDill Field, Tampa, began topographic surveys of
the Camp Blanding site. Major Leander Larson served as the Construction Quartermaster at the Post; he arrived at Camp Blanding
on August 23, 1940. 26
As with other mobilization sites in the south, Camp Blanding
was a "tent camp;" troops could live in tents, but utilities, warehouses, medical facilities, etc. would be built before the troops arrived.
General Marshall requested funding to provide this construction
for twelve National Guard sites. President Franklin Roosevelt
agreed to provide the funds, and on August 2, 1940, the president's
operating account lent the War Department $29.5 million. 27 Work
at the Camp Blanding site was one of fourteen projects funded by
this loan. Clearing, grading and drainage work commenced at the
Camp.

24
25
26
27

The Bulletin, Camp Blanding Station Hospital, vol. 2, no. 37 (September 12,
1942), 3.
The Bulletin, Camp Blanding Station Hospital, vol. 2, no. 36, September 5,
1942, 3.
The Bulletin, Camp Blanding Station Hospital, vol. 2, no. 35, August 291942, 1.
Fine, 149.
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Recogmzmg that the Quartermaster General's Construction
Division was poorly prepared for the massive construction effort
it faced, the Division had been reorganized on June 15, 1940. A
Constructing Branch Fixed Fee group was established, headed by
Harry W. Loving. The Fixed Fee branch oversaw construction
of all new post facilities. 28 Loving had been the secretary of the
Carolinas Branch of the Associated General Contractors, a trade
organization.
Now the issue was to find an engineering firm that could
manage the construction of Camp Blanding. Time pressure was
intense: the Camp had to be ready to receive its first infantry division in early December 1940. Initial estimates put the construction
project cost at $10,000,000. Managing a project of that size, with a
three month completion deadline, necessitated a contractor with
extensive construction experience.
The War Department had recognized the need for expert
guidance in selecting contractors for the required training camps.
Early in July 1940, a Construction Advisory Committee was established in the Office of the Quartermaster General. Committee
members were Francis Blossom, Forrest S. Harvey, and Ferdinand
J. C. Dresser. Blossom was a senior partner of the New York construction firm Sanderson & Porter. Harvey, an Army veteran and
a civil engineer with vast experience came from the Los Angeles
firm of Leeds, Hill, Barnard and Jewett. Dresser was director of
the American Construction Council and president of Dresser Company from Cleveland. The mission of the committee was:

•
•
•

To serve as a liaison with the constmction industry for
Army construction projects.
To collect and analyze information on architectural, engineering and construction firms.
Provide advice in the choice of contractors for Army construction projects. 29

In later discussions, Forrest Harvey noted that there were very
few firms who had the experience to manage rapid, fixed fee projects. He described the task construction firms faced with compressed schedules:

28
29

Fine, 123.
Ibid., 125.
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You take a $5,000,000 job that has to be done in three
months, and it is equivalent to a $20,000,000 job on an
annual basis. In fact, because the organizing time is so
short, it takes considerable ability Lo do that amount of
work in that amount of time and do it efficiently or with
any pretense of efficiency. 30
In addition, taking on a large contract required significant
resources. Typically the contractor had to reserve about 20 percent of the contract fee to start the work. For the Camp Blanding contract-a $10,000,000 contract-this meant the contractor
needed at least $2,000,000 to start the project.
Opinion in the Quartermaster General office was there were
no construction firms in the South that had both the experience
and financial resources to take on the Camp Blanding project (or
other major War Department contracts for that matter). But, as
Forrest Harvey noted, contractor selection was not "scientific," saying, "It is entirely a matter of judgment as to who will serve the
Government best." 31
Given this view, the New York firm Starrett Brothers and Eken
was selected as the contractor for the Camp Blanding project.
The firm, founded in 1922, had managed the construction of the
Empire State Building and other Manhattan high rise buildings.
In competing for the Empire State Building, the firm told the
building's financers that they could complete construction in eighteen months. Starrett Brothers and Eken first had to demolish the
miginal Waldorf Astoria hotel, and then build on the cleared site.
Construction innovations drove astounding results; the Empire
State Building was completed in less than the proposed eighteen
months, and some $52,000 under budget In early 1941, Forrest
Harvey defended the selection of Starrett Brothers & Eken for the
Camp Blanding project, saying: "$10,000,000 to be done in three
months looked like a whale of a job, and we were scared to death
to put anybody on it but pretty big contractors." 32
Notice of the $8,900,000 contract award to Starrett Brothers &
Eken was published on September 11, 1940. The contract called
30
31
32

Senate Special Commjttee to Investigate the National Defense Program ("Tru·
man Committee") Hearings, Part 2, 581-603.
Senate Special Committee to Investigate the National Defense Program Hear·
ings, Part 1, 8.
Senate Special Committee to Investigate the National Defense Program Hear·
ings, Part 1, 335.
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for construction of 10,254 buildings. Among these facilities was
a 2,000 bed hospital, two laundries, barracks, mess halls, service
clubs, theatres, target ranges, post offices, a fuel storage plant, a
cold storage plant, bakery, two incinerators, an electrical power distribution system, telephone system, sewer and water systems, roads,
walks, railroad track facilities, post exchanges, and many, many
pyramidal army tents. 33
The award of the major Camp Blanding contract to a New York
firm caused significant anger in local firms and governments. In
an attempt to increase usage of local firms and labor, Loving of
the fixed fee branch began non-contract discussions with Starrett
Brothers and Eken. Loving told the contractor: "You undoubtedly
know and realize that there is tremendous pressure being brought
from all localities to utilize ... local talent .... " Starrett Brothers and
Eken was encouraged to give Florida firms "first consideration" for
subcontracts. Still, the fixed fee branch realized that the contractor had to be free to manage their work (given the tight time schedule); Loving did not ask for solemn commitments on subcontracts
and local labor. Loving explained: "As a matter of fact, we selected
these men because we had confidence in their experience and ability to organize the job, and we didn't feel it incumbent upon us to
tell them exactly what they should do. We felt we were hiring them
to tell us what to do." 34 Andrew Eken of Starrett Brothers and Eken
told Loving: "We will do everything faithfully and with all zest. We
are going to get right on this project." 35
As the initial construction crews began to work in the area,
there was much talk of swamps and woodlands. In June 1940,
Brigadier General Frank M. Andrews, War Department Assistant
Chief of Staff, G-3, and Brigadier General Richard C. Moore, War
Department G-4, flew to Atlanta to consult with General Embick.
He assured the men that Camp Blanding would make a fine divisional training site; following their own visit to the site, generals
Andrews and Moore agreed-and work at the site continued. 36

33

34

35
36

Department of Research & Statistics, Manpower for the Construction of Ca,np
Albert H. Blanding: An Analysis of the Characteristics of the Workers Who Applied For
and Those Who Received Working During the Construction of Camp Albert H. Blanding, Starke, Florida (Tallahassee, FL: Florida Industrial Commission, 1941), 2.
Transcript of Negotiations Between Reps of Cons tr. Div. and Starrett Bros. and
Eken, September 8, 1940, quoted in Fine,194.
Transcript of Negotiations Between Reps of Const.t·. Div. and Starrett Bros. and
Eken, 8 September 8, 1940, quoted in Fine, 206.
Fine, 141.
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Layout plans for the Camp were approved August 14, 1940.
by Brigadier General J. L. Frink, Quartermaster of the 4~' Corp;
area, Atlanta, Georgia. Camp Blanding was designed as a "tent
camp," meaning that although there were some barracks available, the majority of the troops in training were housed in "tents."
Camp Blanding "tents" were actually hutments; a wooden floor
with wooden sides about three feet high, screened to about seven
feet high, and covered with a pyramidal canvas top.
But all was not well. In early August 1940, new concerns about
the Camp Blanding site emerged. At that point, surveyors discovered that portions of tl1e Camp were some twenty-four feet below
Kingsley Lake. 37 Significant back-filling and leveling were required
to make the site acceptable.
Construction Labor
As for all the new camps, getting Camp Blanding completed
on time was ofupmost importance. The first infantry division (the
31 st ) was due to arrive and begin training in early December 1940.
From a project management perspective, there were three major
issues for the construction effort of all the new camps: 38

1.

2.

3.

The construction project had to have an adequate number
of workmen.
Construction had to be continuous-delays would likely
impose shut down and start up difficulties, and probably
rework consequences.
Cost control was critical.

There was neither time nor money to be wasted, but the Quartermaster's Construction Division recognized that each camp's
contractor had to manage its project. The Construction Division
would engage in labor issues only if there was a threat to the project time schedule or a significant cost impact.
Starrett Brothers and Eken had been a long time union contractor. After winning the Camp Blanding contract, the company
moved about 2,000 men-supervisors, foremen, and senior craft
workers-to the Camp site in Florida. The majority of these men
had experience on union sites, and believed the Camp Blanding

37
38

Ibid., 142.
Ibid., 220-221.
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contract should be delivered through union shops. Pressure to
join a union was im~ediately appli~d to m~n hired loca~ly.
But views on umons were very different m the South m general,
and in Florida in particular. In the face of the intense pressure to
join a union, local craftsmen put up strong resistance. The unions
demanded these new employees join a union or leave the job; the
local craftsmen almost universally refused these demands. Production suffered, and several strikes stopped construction completely.
By late October 1940, Camp Blanding construction was 25 percent
behind schedule. Although it was judged that all union contractors would have suffered the same challenge, Mr. Dresser of the
Construction Advisory Committee termed the selection of a New
York firm for work in Florida as" ... one of our chief mistakes." 39
Shortly after the construction contract was awarded to Starrett
Brothers and Eken, discussion began on the availability of the adequate labor. Because the Camp was located in an agricultural area,
there were few craftsmen available locally. However, news of the
large construction project quickly spread and labor was attracted
to the area. For example, the Florida Public Employment Service
opened an employment office at the Camp on September 2, 1940;
that day they needed to hire 400 men to work on clearing the area.
At 0800 hours, approximately 500 men were already at the employment office, and the day's work requirement was quickly filled.
Also on that day (September 2), the Public Employment Service
was notified that 600 laborers would be needed for the next ten
days, and the following week 2,000 carpenters would be needed.
At that point, construction labor needs was put at 10,000 men. 40
In early October, changes to the construction contract pushed
the total contract cost from $8,700,000 to $27,000,000. An expanded project scope and the need to complete the work by early
December greatly affected the forecast of required labor; demand
increased from 10,000 men to 25,000 men. 41 The Florida Public
Employment Service and the various craft unions set about recruiting the required number of workers.
In spite of the area's history of open shop contracts, the Camp
Blanding construction was done as a closed shop project. It was
clear early on that the number of union craftsmen in northeast
Florida was inadequate for the scale of the Camp construction
39
40

Fine, 225.
Department of Research & Statistics, 4.

41

Ibid, 5.
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Lines of construction workers at Camp Blanding- Starke, Florida. Between 1940 and 1941.
Black & white photoprint, 8 x 10 in. State Archives of Florida, Florida Memory.
https://www.floridamemory.com / items/ show/ 30593

effort. Non-union members recruited by the Florida Public
Employment Service were admitted to a construction trade union
with a stipulated membership fee depending on the worker's occupational classification. For example, the membership fee for carpenters was $50.00. Requiring men accustomed to open shop work
to pay union dues resulted in numerous confrontations early in
the project. Union officials attempted to force payment of dues.
However, in mid-October, the Army officers overseeing the project ordered any person attempting to collect union dues by force
would be placed in the guard house. The order was enforced, and
forced collection of dues declined. 42
Peak employment of 22,000 men was reached by November 1,
1940. Employment continued at a high level throughout Novem·
ber and into early December. Employment then began to decline
43
until the construction project was completed in March, 1941.
42
43

Ibid., 7.
Ibid. 9.
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Employment of such large numbers created significant housing
and transportation problems. As Camp Blanding construction
began, Starke, the closest town, had a population of about 1,200.
The rapidly growing construction force at the Camp site imposed
an immediate need for housing and civil services. But Starke was
unprepared, and could not grow rapidly enough. There was water
supply for only about 2,500 people, and the sewer system was totally
inadequate for the sudden influx ofworkers. 44
While the construction monthly payroll was some $2,500,000,
there was absolutely no housing for rent. 45 Some construction
worker barracks were available at the post, but these could accommodate only a small portion (about 2,000) of the 22,000 workers.
Starke city officials rented rooms in their homes; the mayor had
nine men in his home. Because the construction project had work
underway around the clock, many men "hot bunked" with three
different men using a bed over 24 hours.
There were insufficient police officers in Starke to handle the
dramatic increase in population, and additional policemen were
hired. Because the city budget could not afford to pay the salaries
of these new officers, an innovative solution was needed. In 1906,
Bradford County (where Starke is located) had voted to go dry, but
the Camp Blanding construction promised many customers and
brought illegal saloons to the outskirts of the town. The Starke
chief of police visited these saloons monthly and "levied" a fee on
the owners sufficient to pay for the new police officers! 46
Some of the construction workers moved trailers into the area
and others pitched tents. Still others lived in cardboard shanties.47
For these men-and sometimes their families-there was no water
supply and no sewage facilities. Water was taken from open wells
and sometimes from creeks and lakes. Making matters worse, the
weather in late October and November, 1940 was cold, and it was
feared the workers faced serious illnesses.
In mid-November, Florida health authorities sent a physician, two inspectors and two nurses to the area. Seven camp sites

44 Anon .. "Cities Finding Housing Real Defense Task." The Nebraska State journal.
February 9. I 941. 3.
45 Cloucas. Lowell. "Defense Comes to Our Town;· Saturday Evening Post. March
15. 1941. 96-102.
46 Ibid .. 100.
47 Anon .• "Trailer Looms as Solution to House Problem." The Ogden StandardExaminer. November 22, 1940, 19.
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were established where water supplies and sanitary facilities were
installed. 48
Transportation to the work site was also a problem. Roads in
the immediate Camp area were primitive, and not equipped for
the mass of traffic the construction project brought. With a peak
construction crew of 22,000 men, a typical shift change involved
transitioning some 7,300 men three times daily. Even for those
men camping or living in Starke, the commute was long and slow.
About 900 men per day were riding a special Seaboard Air Line
from Jacksonville to work at the Camp; 49 while this helped, traffic
control was still required during shift changes.
Traffic challenges also slowed movement of materials into the
site. Early on, Starrett Brothers and Eken recognized that motor
transport of construction materials was not practical; rail shipment
was an absolute necessity. Thus, constrnction of rail facilities was a
critical priority.
Railroad Facilities50

One of the selection criteria for the Camp Blanding site was
rail access, but there were no direct rail lines to the new camp site.
The closest line was Seaboard Air Line's north-south mainline at
Starke, some ten miles away. Southern Railway's subsidiary, the
Georgia Southern & Florida Railway Company (GS&F) had its "B"
line at Theressa, Florida.
Although the Seaboard line was actually closer, GS&F's superintendent, D. W. Brosnan, aggressively pursued the contract to
serve the Camp. In addition to laying track to reach the Camp,
track to serve quartermaster warehouses was required. Completing
the track in minimum time was essential; construction materials
had to be delivered quickly if the post was to be ready for the arrival
of the first troops in December 1940.
In an early September 1940 meeting between Hamlin Brown,
a vice president of GS&F and Major Leander Larson, Quartermaster Corps, the GS&F representatives were told the railroad had
to be completed in two weeks. Mr. Brosnan hurriedly prepared
48
49
50

Anon., "Job-Seeking Migrants Present Serious Health Problem at Camp Blanding, Florida," The Corpus Christi Caller-Times, November 19, 1940, 11.
Anon., "18,000 Men Work on Florida Camp," Biloxi Daily Herald, 15 November
1940, p. 7.
The material in this section is sourced from an unpublished note by Tedder,
Russell, "Camp Blanding: Southern Railway in World War II." Document held
in the Camp Blanding Museum Archive and Reference Resource Room.
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the proposal, basing the project on use of relay (60 pound) rail
already in hand. The contract was immediately accepted by Major
Leander.
The contract called for completion in 32 days; the work was
actually completed in 31 days. Contract cost was set at a maximum
of$225,000; the project was completed almost $14,000 under budget. This performance was possible because G~&F r~~sed rail (the
60 pound rail) that had been replaced by heaV1er rail.' 1
The rail lines were immediately put into service delivering the
materials required for Camp construction. By early May 1941, the
rail system had delivered 19,000 carloads of material to the Camp,
and both of the initial infantry divisions arrived over the new rail
lines. In addition, the special trains bringing workers from Jacksonville moved over the rail lines. The rail system facilitated the
speedy completion of the Camp. Road networks would not have
supported the massive amounts of materials needed.
Construction Innovations at Camp Blanding

Although awarding the construction contract to Starrett Brothers and Eken upset many local contractors, in one sense the New
York firm was the best choice for the project. As noted earlier, the
firm had developed a number of construction innovations on the
Empire State Building contract, and they brought this innovative
drive to Camp Blanding.
Perhaps most important to the need to complete the consu·uction effort quickly was the use of pre-fabrication techniques. Prefabrication was being developed in the industrial mobilization for
the production of ships and aircraft, 52 but its use in construction
was not common.
51

52

The use of lighter rail was a discussion point with the Truman Committee (see
the Controversy section following). Mr. Brosnan was called to testify before
the Committee and Senator Brewster criticized the use of 60-pound rail.
Major Rundell of the Quartermaster Corps pointed out the rail system had
saved the Government $286,000 in extra transportation charges. Mr. Brosnan
testified that although the rail was lighter than newer lines, at that point (May
21, 1941) there had been no derailments in spite of very heavy traffic. See testimony of Mr. D. W. Brosnan, "Investigation of the National Defense Program:
Hearings Before a Special Committee Investigating Lhe National Defense Program, Camp Blanding Construction, United States Senate, Seventy-Seventh
Congress, First Session," Part 4, May20-28, 1941, 1110-1113.
For more on the industrial mobilization effort see: Arthur Hennan, Freedom's
Forge: How American Business Produced Victory in World War II (New York: Random House, 2012).
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Erection of Pre-Fabricated Panels-Wards at Station Hospital Source: Camp
Blanding Museum.

But at Camp Blanding, pre-fabrication was an art form. Starrett Brothers and Eken built a sawmill, where some of the required
lumber was produced. The main use for this sawmill, however, was
to fabricate wall panels for the buildings going up in the Camp.
There were two benefits for this pre-fabrication effort First, it
greatly reduced the need for the most costly and hard-to-find labor,
namely finish carpenters. The better carpenters were employed
in setting up the base for the buildings, where getting the base
square was critical. Other less skilled carpenters were used in prefabrication work, where they built wall panels in pre-set jigs. The
sawmill could turn out thirty to forty buildings per day. 53 The wall
panels for a standard sized mess hall could be fabricated in ten
minutes at the sawmill. 54 The second benefit of pre-fabrication
was in building erection. With the pre-fabricated panels brought
to the building site, a crane quickly lifted the panels into place; a
53
54

Anon., "Rush Completion of Camp Blanding," The Delta Democrat-Ti 111R~
November 15, 1940, l.
Fine, 234.
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mess hall could be assembled in 30-45 minutes. This eliminated
the need to hold a crane at a building site for a longer time period;
with traditional "stick built" techniques the crane would be idle
for much of the time it spent on the job. This reduced the cost
for construction equipment and equipment operators. In another
innovation, more skilled carpenters were paired with less skilled
carpenters. This allowed the less skilled to improve while under
the "supervision" of a more skilled carpenter.
Station Hospital
On October 15, 1940, the first requisition for a station hospital was submitted for a 25-bed facility. This initial facility was
expanded ten-fold through local purchases, enabling the medical
staff to provide treatment for as many as 250 patients. On January
J, 1941, equipment arrived to outfit a 1,000-bed hospital. The hospital quickly grew to 2,000 beds, 55 and eventually the hospital grew
to over 3,000 beds.
It was at this point-mid-October 1941-that the first commander of the Station Hospital arrived at Camp Blanding and
staffing of the facility soon followed. Colonel L. R. Poust, Medical Corps, was assigned the Camp Surgeon and commanding officer of the station hospital. 56 Poust would serve in this command
until mid-April 1941, when he was replaced by Colonel James M.
Troutt, Medical Corps. The first members of the Medical Detachment arrived on November 1, 1940, and were soon joined by fifty
men from Forts Bragg, Jackson, and McPherson. The first group
of trainees-122 men-arrived on December 9, 1940. The first
group of Reserve Nurses arrived at Camp Blanding on November
26, 1940, and they were joined shortly by ten Regular Army Nurses.
Initially there were no quarters for the nurses; they were housed
temporarily in one of the camp caretaker's houses.
The potential for malaria infestation was an early concern for
the staff at Station Hospital. Surprisingly, although one of the selling points for the Camp Blanding site was the absence of mosquitoes, there had been no studies of mosquito infestation in the area.
In an April 1941 paper, Col. Poust wrote:

55 Don Whitehead, "Army Doctors Do a Big]ob But Ge t Little Attention," The Bee,
December 15, 1941 , 3.
56 Anon. , "Baby Blanding Gets a Doctor," The Bulletin, Camp Blanding Station
Hospital, vol. 2, no. 37, 12 Septembe r 1942, 3.
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At Blanding, we will have a heavy, yet interesting responsibility, 'interesting' to a malariologist and parasitolo~st.
From the New England states we have the 43rd Division.
To them malaria and dengue are 'foreign diseases.' They
have no tolerance or immunity to mosquito-borne diseases. Encamped alongside of them, divided by an imagina~·
line, is the 31" (Dixie) Division, made up of men from the
malarious sections of the southland. One division, a very
'susceptible host;' the other a possible and highly probable
'reservoir of infection. '57

In late fall 1940 a survey of the post area was made to identifi
potential mosquito breeding areas. Some drainage ditches were
dug, but there were still mosquitoes in the early spring of 1941
A second, larger survey was then undertaken; some $135,000 of
drainage needs were identified. This work was never done, bu1a
smaller ($20,000) amount of work was completed, reducing the
mosquito problem. 58 Mosquito control continued throughoutthe
war years.
Schedule Delays
In late October 1940, it was apparent that the Camp Blanding project was behind schedule. Labor conflict and poor weather
threatened the scheduled late November completion date. While
building construction was on or ahead of schedule, utility construe·
tion was far behind schedule.
Particularly troublesome were road construction and install&
tion of the water supply and sewers. Roads had become a ch~lenge because of nature of the underlying soil. Massive loads of
"lime rock" were brought into the Camp by rail to provide adequate
beds for the roads. Although this provided acceptable roadbeds,
the process was long, costly, and time consuming. Water supph
and sewers were also challenging. Because of the relatively hig~
water table, excavations required continuous pumping. Whiietlm
worked, it delayed completion.
In early December, the goal completion date for Camp ~b~ding was set to February 1941. Facilities for one infantry d1\1smn
57

58

Col. L. R. Poust, "Mosquito Control as it Concerns the National_Defensel'nr
gram," Report of the Fifteenth Annual Meeting Florida Anti-Mosquito Assoaa/WII,

April 25-26 1941, 19.
Ibid., 20.
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were to be complete in December 1940, but completion of facilities
for the second infantry division was pushed into 1941.

ToeInitial Infantry Divisions Arrive
Even with the schedule for completion of one division's facilities setback to December 1940, the Camp was not entirely ready for
its first occupants. Like several other mobilization camps, Camp
Blanding was occupied prematurely. The 31 st Infantry Division
was scheduled to be the first division occupying the Camp. Members of the 106m Engineer Battalion arrived in early December and
immediately set out to map the artillery ranges. On December
ll, military police, supply, medical and signal units arrived. 59 The
first infantry and artillery contingents of the 31 st Infantry Division
arrived at Camp Blanding on December 13, 1940. These men
found the Camp not ready. U.S. House of Representatives Joe
Starnes (Democrat, Alabama) then an officer in the 31" Division,
commented: "A regiment of 1,815 men was moved in with not a
single kitchen, latrine, or bathhouse available. This occurred in
December in a pouring rain and conditions were such that it was
impossible to use the straddle latrine. Only the grace of Almighty
God prevented an epidemic. "60
Florida sunshine was nowhere to be found for the men of the
31" Di,~sion; instead, they were welcomed with rain and mud. Initially, training was suspended to allow the men to erect tents placed
on hutment frames. Employing "midnight requisitions, " the men
promptly helped themselves to piles of lumber and built duckboard walkways, tables, chairs, and shelves, making the camp their
61
home. As the men completed living quarters for their division
area, they began the thirteen-week mobilization-training program.
On January 27, 1941, Major General John J. Persons, commander of the 31 st assumed command of the post under Genernl Order No. 2. General Persons had been in Camp Blanding
smce_December 13, 1940, and had set up headquarters for the 31 st
D1vmon.
In spite of the difficulties in establishing the Camp, the 31 st
soon settled in. The first edition of the Division newspaper, "The

59

Anbe on., "Advance Troops to Prepar e Camp," The Delta Demo;;,.a
t-Times, Decemr I!, 1940, I.
60 Quoted in Fine, 292.
61
_Capt. Glenn C. Rutledge, "Rain and Mud at Camp Blanding," Hattiesburg American, December 31, 1940, 2.
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Soldiers at Camp Blanding. 1941 Black & while photonegative, 4x5 in. State Archives
of Florida, Florida Memory. https:/ / www.floridamemory.com / items/ show/ 155675.

Dixie," was distributed on January 10, 1941. 62 The four-page newspaper was published throughout the Division's time at Camp Blanding, and continued throughout the war.
The 43 rd Division began arriving in Camp Blanding on March
10, 1941. The first of the 43'0 's troops to arrive were members of
the 103 rd and 169 th Regiments, a quartermaster detachment and
the 118 th Medical detachment. 63 On March 13, 1941, as senior
officer, Major General Morris B. Payne, commander of the 43 rd
assumed command of the Post under General Order No. 13. By
mid-March the 43 rd Division had all its troops in Camp Blanding
and began its thirteen week training cycle. 64
The men of the 43 rd Division, the New England National
Guard, expected to find sunny and warm Florida. What they found
was wet and cold weather; the men of the 31 st Division greeted new
arrivals to what they nicknamed "Little Siberia." Hutment5 had
"central" heating-a pot-belly stove that burned coal. An extra
blanket issue was most welcome.
62
63
64

Anon., "First Edition of Dixie Distributed at Blanding Today," The Delta Demtr
crat-Times,January 10, 1941, 1.
Anon., "New England Troops Reach Florida Camp," Fitchburg Sentine~ March
11, 1941, 3.
Anon., "New England Detachment Joins Troops at Blanding, The Delta Demtr
crat-Times, March 18, 1941 , 6.
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Equipping the troops was a challenge. As would be the case
for all the troops training in 1940 and 1941, equipment shortages
forced improvisation. Logs became cannons. Silhouettes of tanks
were cut from canvas and nailed to trees. Small planes dropped
empty beer can and flour sack "bombs." If a soldier was speckled
with flour he was "dead." 65
One of the earliest maneuvers was a mock invasion of enemy
forces through Tampa. The maneuver scenario had the enemy
moving northeast towards Camp Blanding. Opposition forces
responded to block the "enemy." The "62 nd Combat Unit" moved
forces and artillery to the Sand Hill Lake area (in the southern part
of the post property) where the artillery commenced firing on the
"enemy."66 The maneuvers provided an excellent opportunity for
practice: one artillery battalion set up in the wrong spot, and had to
move its guns-a feat accomplished in forty minutes. 67
Because of the lack of temporary housing for visitors to the
Camp, a series of guest houses were constructed. On March 25,
the guest house in the 31 st Division area opened. The guest house
included 26 rooms for wives, parents and friends of enlisted men visiting the post. An adjacent service club provided entertainment. 68
The guest house and service club were a most affordable option
for men wishing to have their wives or sweethearts join them for a
weekend. The cost for a night's lodging was $0.50, breakfast was
$0.20, and lunch and dinner were $0.35 each. A Saturday night stay
and meals Saturday through Sunday noon cost a soldier $1.40. 69
Entertainment was a problem at Camp Blanding. Although
the troops were training throughout the week, the men were free
at least part of the weekend. There were a number of theaters in
the Camp and USO shows appeared regularly. Like all soldiers,
however, the Camp Blanding troops enjoyed a change of scenery.
Starke was close, and during weekends it was crowded as thousands
of troops visited. Jacksonville was somewhat farther away, but was

65

Halton, Beau, "Blanding: Where Soldiers Were Made," Florida Times-Union,
June 6, 1999.
66 Gilly, Wilfred, "With the Coast Boys at Camp Blanding," Biloxi Daily Herald,
March 21, 1941, 7.
67 Gilly, Wilfred, "With the Coast Boys at Camp Blanding," Biloxi Daily Herald,
March 26, 1941, 4.
68 Anon., "Guest House Opened at Camp Blanding," Biloxi Daily Herald, March
25, 1941, 8.
69 Anon., "Soldier Can Entertain for $1.40 Per Week-End At Camp Blanding,
Fla.," Ruston Daily Leader, 1.
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Soldiers on street corner - Starke, Florida. 1940 or 1941. Black & white photoprint, 8 x 10
in. State Archives of Florida, Florida Memory. <https:/ / www.floridamemory.com/
items/ show/ 25851>.

primarily a "Navy" town-Military Police (MPs) and Shore Patrol
(SPs) typically were busy there throughout the weekend.
An early local entertainment was a "Battle of tl1e Bands" in tl1e
31 " Division. The 115u, Artillery Regiment boasted it had the best
band in the Division, but it was quickly challenged to "prove it"
by the 114th Artillery Regiment. A battle to determine the best
band was held in the 31 " Division service club to a packed house of
2,000 men. Judges for the contest (directors from two other Division bands and a 43 rd Infantry Division band director) deemed the
battle a draw. 70
Recreation was also a key issue for the troops at Camp Blanding.
Kingsley Lake, located on the post, was available for swimming and
limited boating. There were a number of baseball diamonds and
fields where the soldiers could play football. There was also a large
gymnasium. Soldiers could participate in trips to nearby attractions (Silver Springs, St. Augustine, etc.) However, in late April
John M. Schiff, vice president of the United Service Organizations
70

Wilfred Gilly, "With the Coast Boys at Camp Blanding," Biloxi Daily H erald
,
March 26, 1941 , 4.
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made a short visit to the Post. After leaving the Camp, Schiff apparently remarked that " ... every recreational facility near Camp Blanding is overtaxed ... ," and noted that unless recreational facilities
were provided morale would suffer. Colonel 0. W. McNeese, the
Camp publicity officer took strong objection to this comment, saying that the USO representatives had been in the area" ... less than
24 hours they could not have conducted a reasonably fair investigation." McNeese noted that morale at the Camp was high and that
recreational facilities existed in Jacksonville, Starke, Gainesville, St.
Augustine, Palatka, and Daytona Beach-and they were all wellequipped. McNeese concluded his rebuttal by noting: "In not a
single community near Camp Blanding must men look for undesirable houses and joints because ample and clean facilities for their
exclusive use are not now easily available." 71
Both of the divisions at Camp Blanding in early 1941 were
under strength. Selectees began to arrive to fill out the divisions,
and these new men had to be trained. Each regiment was called
to provide training cadre to undertake the necessary training. The
pace of inductee arrivals increased dramatically in early 1941. 72
Training within the divisions required considerable effort, but
served to sharpen the skills of the "old hands."
Of course, rivalry between infantry divisions is common, but
with the first two divisions at Camp Blanding, rivalry was intense.
The 31" Division, known as the "Dixie" Division was National Guard
from Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana. The 43 rd Division, the
"Winged Victory" Division was National Guard from the New England States. In spring 1940, the Civil War was fought a second
time at Camp Blanding. The flag pole at the center of the parade
ground marked what was known as the "Mason-Dixon Line," and
one needed a really good reason to be on the wrong side of the
line. It is not at all clear who "won" this second Civil War.
The Mason-Dixon Line was not always enforced however. On
the evening of March 24, 1941, the 103 rd Infantry Regiment (43 rd
Division) band conducted a raid into the 105t1, Quartermaster (31"
Division) area. The band dressed for the occasion in pajamas and
was accompanied by a small group of 43 rd Division soldiers dressed
in shorts and helmets. The band played both "Dixie" and "Yankee
71

72

Anon., "With the Coast Boys at Camp Blanding," Biloxi Daily Herald, May 6,
1941, 3.
Wilfred Gilly, "With the Coast Boys at Camp Blanding, Biloxi Daily Herald, February 28, 1941, 6.
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Doodle" and then delivered an impromptu concert. Apparently
the concert was very well received by the 'Johnny Rebs" of the 31"
Division. 73
The rivalry among units carried into recreational areas. The
106'h Quartermaster Company set about making their beach area
on Kingsley Lake the nicest beach in the camp. Captain William
D. Smith, recreational director of the l06Lh Quartermaster was in
charge of the project, whose objective was " ... to make their beach
the envy of the camp." 74
Alcoholic beverages-much in demand among the troopswere technically not available in the camp vicinity. Low alcohol
content beer was normally available in the camp clubs, but those
wishing stronger drink had to venture off-post. Just outside of
the camp's main gate, "Boom Town," a makeshift tent camp, provided soldiers with alcohol, music, and other forms of entertainment. Both Clay and Bradford counties were legally dry, although
as noted above, the city government in Starke "taxed" illegal bars
to pay for additional police officers. Eventually, however, alcohol
consumption became a problem for the camp. In 1942, General
Louis A. Kunzig, 75 camp commander, requested the Florida State
Beverage Commission assist in controlling the illegal bars. The
commission director, Edgar W. Scarborough, revoked the beer and
wine licenses of fourteen dealers who were also serving Iiquor. 76
The two infantry divisions in training at Camp Blanding had a
significant impact on nearby Starke:
•

•

73
74
75

76

Military and civilian payroll was $3,000,000 and large parts
of that flowed into Starke Store owners reported sales
gains of 1,100 percent.
In the first three months of 1941, there were more new
building starts than there had been in the previous ten
years.

Anon., "103'd Band in Pajama Parade to Dixie Camp," Daily Kennebecjouma~
March 31 , 1941, 16.
Anon., "With the Coa5t Boys at Camp Blanding," Biloxi Daily Herald, May 21,
1941, 3.
On June 30, 1941, Colonel (later B1igadier General) Louis A. Kunzig assumed
command of Camp Blanding, replacing Colonel Reginald H. Kelley who had
been commander since October, 1940. Kelley was ordered to New Orleans,
Louisiana.
Anon., "Florida Beverage Director Revokes 14 Dealers (sic) Licenses," Thomasville Times Enterprise, October 15, 1942, 5.
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Room rents alone brought $4,000/ week of new revenue
into the town.
City and county jails were jammed.
County schools have had a ten percent increase in
enrollment. 77

By late 1941 Camp Blanding was in full operation. To provide
some perspective on the size of the post, the camp exchange grew
from a small wall tent in 1940 to a main store with 35 branches in
November 1941. The exchange had thirty barber shops and almost
an equal number of tailor shops. The troops bought about 300,000
bottles of soft drinks monthly, and the exchange had annual sales
of some $2,500,000 during the waryears. 78
In spite of the significant increase in population at Camp Blanding, there was very little crime inside the camp. A large stockade
had been built, complete with two mess halls, bath houses and hutments for 500 prisoners-but it was barely occupied. Apparently
the troops were too busy with their training schedule! 79
Training innovations helped create realism for the troops.
An anti-tank practice range included a set of rail tracks on which
mock-ups of tanks moved up and down-just as the tanks would
do in the field. 80 Model villages, later included in all training
camps, were started early at Camp Blanding. General John C. Persons, commander of the 31 st Division, designed a mock village for
assault practice. The village included a garage, a bank (the "Persons National Bank) , shops and houses. Both the 31 st and the 43 rd
trained in the village. 81 Before departing Camp Blanding, the 31 st
planned an "all-out" assault to "reduce" the town. This assault was
to be preceded by bombers dropping empty beer can "bombs."82
The warm weather the men of the 43 rd Division were so eager
to find in the winter of 1941 finally arrived in the summer, in the
form of oppressive heat. Insects and heat made training on the
sandy soil a challenge. The "fatigue" uniform of the period was

77
78
79
80
81
82

Anon., "Town Hits Defense Jack Pot," Chari.es/on Gazette, March 21, 1941 , 9.
"Camp Observes 4 th Anniversary," Camp Blanding Report, vol. 1, no. 24, Se ptember 13, 1944, 1.
Capt. Gl enn C. Rutledge, "Little Crime in Blanding City of 17,000 Soldiers,"
Biloxi Daily Herald, February 6, 1941 , 7.
W. W. Chaplin, "Defense Notebook," San Antonio Light, October 21 , 1941, 6.
Anon., "War-Like 'Battle' in 'Village Street,"' Racinejournal Times,June 4, 1941,
16.
Anon., "Division Will Level 'Town ,"' MiddleboroDailyNews,June 3, 1941 , 7.
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blue denims; the heat would cause such heavy perspiration that the
dye was leached out of the uniforms, turning a soldier's body blue.
Both the 31st and 43 rd Divisions participated in the 1941 Louisiana maneuvers. Prior to leaving for the maneuvers, the divisions held small scale war games in the Camp Blanding area, with
maneuvers in Ocala National Forest and on Post. Joining the two
"home" divisions for these war games were the 4 th Division, some
motorized troops from Fort Benning, and the 5t1, Cavalry from Fort
Olgethorpe. The war games were scheduled for July 8-16, 1941.
Following the conclusion of the games all three divisions and the
6 th Cavalry departed for the Louisiana maneuvers. 83
While the 31 st and 43 rd Divisions were at the Louisiana maneuvers, construction continued at Camp Blanding. During this
period, forty regimental and company day rooms, twenty-two re~mental chapels, and new roads within the cantonment area and
around the various ranges were completed. 84
Following the Louisiana Maneuvers, both the 31 st and 43 rd Divisions returned to Camp Blanding. The 43 rd Division then departed
Camp Blanding on February 14, 1942, and the 31 st departed on February 23, 1942. In spite of their rivalry in the second "Civil War,"
the divisions served together in the Pacific Theater during the later
years of the war. Although the 31st and 43 rd Divisions had departed,
Camp Blanding remained very busy. During the rest of 1942, the l",
29 th , 30'\ 36th , and 79 th Divisions trained at various times.
On Independence Day, 1942, the largest-20 by 38 feet-ga1°
rison flag in use by the Army was raised over the parade ground at
Camp Blanding. This flag had been first flown over the German
fortress Ehrenbreitstein after World War I. The flag was raised as
a symbol of the Allied fight against the Axis forces. With General Order Number 56, the parade ground at Camp Blanding was
named Stewart Field. Colonel Loren Prescot Stewart had been the
executive officer of Camp Blanding from March 5, 1941 to October
20, 1941. Col. Stewart was killed in action in the Philippines on
January 13, 1942.
The Controversy

The massive expenditures for new camps and the disappointments of troops training in incomplete facilities attracted
83

Anon., "MiniaLure War Garnes Planned Near Blanding, OreenvilleDeltaDemocral
Times, May 4, 1941, 17.
Fred McKee, "Our Military Observe1;" Dunkirk Evening Observer,July 29, 1941, 3.
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congressional inquiry. In the summer of 1940, Representative
Albert J. Engel (Republican, Michigan) began an investigation.
Engel had long proposed that all Army construction work should
be managed by the Corps of Engineers rather than the Quartermaster's Construction Division. Engel had made several attempts
to review cost estimates for new construction, but was thwarted
by the House majority. In December 1940, Representative Engel
began a one person investigation of camp construction.
In a House speech on January 16, 1941, Engel revealed he
had analyzed expenditures on twenty-three construction projects,
and done an extensive investigation of the Camp Edwards project.
Engel estimated it would take an unforecast $300,000,000 to complete the War Department's construction work, and announced his
intention to expand his investigation.
Representative Engel began his expanded investigation in
February 1941. He intended his inspection visits to be a surprise
to the camps, and they were. With no prior notice, Engel would
show up at the construction gate and enter with the workers. He
would then travel around the site, speaking with workers and taking pictures. He was frequently not discovered until late morning,
at which point he was ready for a discussion with the site project
managers and the site auditors.
In the first week of April 1941 , Representative Engel delivered
his Camp Blanding findings to the floor of the House of Representatives. In his speech, Engel implied the Quartermaster Corps had
overpaid for equipment, labor and materials. 85 He hinted there
had been collusion on the purchase price of the lime rock used in
road construction.
Engel further argued the Camp Blanding site had been a poor
choice for a mobilization camp. He stated that some forty percent
of the building area was below the level of nearby Kingsley Lake,
and the site choice had added $5,000,000 to construction cost.
Concluding, he said: "There is no question in my mind but that
the selection of this site ... was not only unfortunate and extremely
expensive, but shows gross inefficiency and a total disregard for
taxpayers' interest." 86

85
86

Anon. , "Army Hit for Selection of Camp Blanding Site, Biloxi Daily H erald,
April 1, 1941, 5.
Congressional Record , volume 87, 2843-2848. Remarks by Re presentative
Engel, "Constrnction in Army Camps," April 1, 1941, 77"' Congress.
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Representative Engel spoke again on the floor of the House of
Representatives on April 17, 1941. This speech concerned work at
Indiantown Gap, Pennsylvania. But Engel's argument was essentially the same: mismanagement and excessive spending.
And there the matter seemed to rest, at least for a time. In the
fall of 1940 there had been talk of congressional investigations into
army spending. In early 1941, both the House of Representatives
and the Senate opened formal inquiries, with military construction the initial subject. 87 The House investigation was relatively
slow, and no real inflammatory information developed. However,
then Senator Harry S. Truman attended an early meeting of one of
the House sub-committees. On February 10, 1941 Senator Truman
had announced in the Senate that he intended to ask for a Senate
investigation into the War Department's efforts. 88 On February 13,
Truman introduced a resolution for a special investigating committee, and on March 1, 1941 the Senate adopted the resolution.
Senator Truman was named chair of the committee, and the committee then became known as the "Truman Committee."
Camp Blanding was soon a key part of the Truman Committee
investigation. Earlier reports of part of the Camp lying below the
level of Kingsley Lake led to charges the Camp was " ... carved partially, at great expense, out of muck lands in northern Florida."89
Contracts for lime rock for road beds were an early focal point.
It was alleged political influence led to an Orlando firm being
awarded a contract for roughly $1,250,000 to provide the lime
rock. Apparently no evidence of either influence or collusion was
presented to the Committee.
Sewer construction was also a discussion point. Truman Committee Senator Brewster (Republican, Maine) stated he had been
told that if the sewage facilities had been " ... better designed
$3,000,000 could have been saved in tl1eir construction cost."
Responding to the Senator, Brigadier General Brehon Sommervell
of the Quartermaster General replied: "That is an amazing statement because the whole thing cost $3,000,000 so you couldn't have
saved $3,000,000." 90

87
88
89

Fine, 382.
Ibid., 385.
Anon., "Senators Investigate High Cost of Crnshed Rock at Florida Camp," El
PasoHeraldPost,May]3,1941, 8.
90 Anon., "Army Activities May Extend for Years, Says Witness," Reno Evening
Gazette, April 24, 1941, 9.
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The Truman Committee decided they needed to visit Camp
Blanding to understand the scope of the construction project. Senators Truman and Brewster, representing the Committee, arrived
on May 20m 1941 , and toured the Camp that day. For the next
rwo days, the Committee held hearings at the U.S. Court House in
Jacksonville. 91
The hearings opened with a discussion on why a New York
contractor was selected instead of a southern firm. As previously
noted, selection of Starrett Brothers and Eken was defended on the
basis of their experience in large projects.92
The contract for lime rock continued to be an issue for the
Truman Committee. Senator Truman pointed out the Starrett
Brothers and Eken contract prohibited sub-contracting, and yet
the contractor, as noted above, had been encouraged to sub-contract with local firms. The senators were particularly unhappy with
the "excessive" profit the Orlando firm had made on the rock and
equipment rentals. 93
As the Committee hearings concluded, Senator Truman
commented:
It is perfectly apparent that whoever laid out this camp
dido 't walk over it carefully because a substantial part of it
is under the level of Lake Kingsley, some of it 40 feet below.
They picked out a swamp.
It looks to me like anybody with horse sense could have
walked over the Blanding site and laid out a camp that
could have been built for half the money. It looks like
bone-headness and lack of business ability have resulted in
a gross waste of Government funds. If proper surveys had
been made before construction started half the expenses
could have been saved. 94
In spite of their unhappiness about the cost of the Camp,
Senators Truman and Brewster found the troops training at Camp
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Anon. , "Results Expected in Probe of High Cost of Army Camp," El Paso Herald
Post, May 20, 1941 , 3.
Anon. , "U.S. Freeze-Out of Contractors From Camp Construction Revealed , El
Paso Herald Post, May 21 , 1941 , 8.
Anon. , "Florida Camp Contract Farmed Out Despite Ban on Subcontracting,"
El Paso Herald Post, May 22, 1941 , 2.
Anon. , "Restrictions Put on Maneuvers Over Leased Acres," El Paso Herald Post,
May 22, 1941 , 10.
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Blanding " ... well fed, well housed, and completely satisfied."9;
And, in a back-handed comment, Senator Truman said the cost
overrun at Camp Blanding " ... was bad enough but some other
situations were even worse." 96
The Truman Committee continued its investigations into
August 1941. On August 19, the Committee issued its reporta strong indictment of the military construction program. The
report stated that the " .. .lack of adequate plans" had caused the
large construction cost overruns. A number of contributing factors
were cited (e.g., weather, inadequate organizational practices and
staff, speed, and poor sites). The report laid the primary blame for
the problems on the General Staff, but the Quartermaster Corps
got their share of the blame also.
Interestingly, the House of Representatives committee (the
Thomason Committee) saw the issue differently than the Truman
Committee. Their report stated: "From a military point of view,
there can be no question that the Construction Division had done a
magnificent and unparalleled job of preparing housing accommodations for an Army that was created almost literally overnight."97
Although both the House and Senate committees continued
their investigations-in the case of the Senate for the rest of the
war-the focus shifted from camp selection and construction to
other phases of the Country's involvement in the war.
Conclusion
After a difficult start, Camp Blanding went on to serve a vital
role for the Army in World War II. Nine infantry divisions trained
at Camp Blanding (1 st , 29 th , 30'1\ 31", 35u,, 43 rd , 63"1, 66Ll', and 79"')
and the 508 1h Parachute Infantry Regiment was activated at the
camp. Two of these divisions (I" and 29 th ) were spearhead units
in the Normandy invasion while one (36'") was a spearhead in the
Southern France invasion. In late 1943 Camp Blanding was transitioned to an Infantry Replacement Training Center. In all, over
800,000 men trained at the Camp.
The Camp became the site of several prisoner of war (PW)
camps during the war. Early in the war there was a temporary camp
Anon., "Exu·a Expenses Uncovered at Army Centers," Jefferson City Post Tribune,
May 22, 1941, 2.
96 Anon., "Camp Blanding Not the Worst, Probers Say," Hattiesburg American, May
22, 1941, 12.
97 Fine, 391.
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for Central American civilians of German descent; these detainees
were ultimately sent to permanent camps. Camp Blanding then
had two PW camps-one for German army prisoners and one for
German navy prisoners. 98 The last prisoners left Camp Blanding
in 1946.
Throughout the war, Camp Blanding housed a Reception Center, receiving inductees from across Florida and sending them on
to their assigned unit or replacement training center. As the war
ended, Camp Blanding became a discharge station for returning
soldiers, providing a nice symmetry to the Reception Center.
During the construction period, over 10,000 buildings were
erected at Camp Blanding. Very little of this construction remains;
almost all the buildings were sold, dismantled, and removed from
the site. While many of the buildings were taken for the lumber,
some still remain, scattered across northeast Florida. A few buildings-notably the Camp Blanding Museum and some cold storage
warehouses-are still in use. Most of the National Guard construction from 1939 remains in place. Camp Blanding remains in service as the training site for the Florida National Guard. Other state
National Guard units and law enforcement units train at the Camp
regularly.

98

For more on the Camp Blanding PW camps, see: Robert D. Billinger Jr., "With
the Wehrmacht in Florida: The German POW Facility at Camp Blanding, 19421946," Rorida Historical Quarterly, 58, 11'0. 2 (October 1979): 160-173.
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